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THE NIGHTMARE
Jean Byers
and eyes and throat. It was hard to
, drive with my cold hands sweating on the wh~el. I knew the trip
would take only four hours, bpt the flat monotony of miles seemed endless. If I can just keep driving till I get home to Jessie, I kept thinking.
Jessie will take care of me.
My ~uscles were crampep and aching when I finally saw the high,
clippe~ hedges ofmy home. I left the car ~. the driveway and stumbled
into the house. .Jessie lfClS in the big, cool -kitchen cleaning shelves
" when I came in. 'She was standing on a chair, h£r long arms stretqting
to reach the deep back comers of the, olp.-fashioned cupboard..?She
turned as the porch door slammed, bracing her tall, full figure against
the shelves. I saw the familiar expression qf alann come ,into her blue
eyes. She stepped' down quickly, wiping Her hands on her apron and
smoothing the gray hair that escaped fro~ ~e heavy knot on her neck.
There w~ no word of greeting, no comment on my. lang absence.
Just her anxious "What's hapPened to you?" as.. she hurried across'the
room.
"I'm sick, Jessie," I said. "I've got to get to bed. Come up and
help me."
,
Her natural acceptance of the responsibility was almost a physical
thing. I could fc;el th~ burden'of. illness drop from me onto Jessie's
strong shoulders as she followed me up the stairs.
"Your room's always ready," she said. "Go in there." She hesitated on the staiis. "Is your bag in 'the car?"
"I didn't bring one."
,
"That's all right." She came ott up. "Your old things are always
ready, too." &he hurried ahead in the hall to open the bedroom door.
As she helpe~ m~ ,90 undress, I seemed to lose my sense of time and the
present; to lose all awareness of my~lf as a grown woman. I was Jessie's
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lonely little girl again, in need of "her familiar, quiet mothering. Her
fingers were knotted-now, but as gentle as they had been in my childhood when she had dressed me nightly in a white eotton gown, heard
my prayers, and lifted me onto the high, hard bed.
The pillow was coolon my cheek, and I closed my eyes gratefully
as Jessie hurried downstairs for her store of remedies.
I could not think of her as a servant, for as long as I could remember it had been like this. Home to Jessie for protection and sure,
unquestioning kindness. To Jessie with bruises or colds or fears or
grief. For her praise had I brought home the good marks in studies
and deportment. Only to obey her had I tiptoed through this house
as a little girl in order not to wake the thin, frail lady I called Mother.
My father, silent, brooding, undemonstrative, had been as remote from
me in childhood as he was now. I t had even been Jessie's task, not
Father's, to ~elI me of death. Mother, she had said quietly, was no
longer in the big east bedroom. She had gone to be with God.
I remember receiving the news calmly, puzzling only over the
being "with Godl-" but feeling no sorrow at the loss of a strange, invalid
mother I had never known.
"May I play in the house now?" I had asked Jessie then. "May
I make noise with my shoes?"
r:
"Not yet," she had answered. "It wouldn't be right yet. Your
father's going away for a while soon. Wait till your father goes away."
Always she had decided what was right, where I might go, what
dress I should wear. No, she was not a servant. She was something
indefinable to me; sturdy, quiet Jessie who tirelessly cooked or washed
or cleaned the big, old-fashioned house, and who gave me, through a
stern, restrained affection, the only security I knew.
The afternoon's brief nap dulled the throbbing in my head. I
could smile to myself that night as I finished the spare meal Jessie
had carefully arranged on the tray. I had known so exactly what she
would bring. Beef broth, a soft-boiled egg, toast, and the glass of wine,
".half port, half hot water, that was the unmistakable mark of her cure.
I felt time slipping back again. It was hard to realize that elev~n years
had passed since I had- lain sick with fever and headache and cold in
this same room. Not one detail of the room had been. changed. There
was the patchwork quilt, done with jessie's fine st~tches, folded neatly
across the foot of the dark, polished bed; the white linen scarf with its
plain, embroidered monogram and tatted edge on the rosewood dresser;
the little green desk I had painted in high school; the books lining
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the wall between the closet door and the long., casement windows.
There were the same smells, barely perceptible through my cold. Lavender that Jessie kept among my old'nightgowns in the bureau drawers,
the thick oiliness of coal oil and lard, and the rubbing alcohol, faintly
sweet, on my body. Even the sound that had broken my afternoon's
sleep had been a fapliliar one. Old Charlie had come to garden and
mow the lawns. Every Monday and Thursday, as long as I could
remember, the sound, of ~hatlie dragging a 'hose or a rake across
the gravel paths had drifted up into my room~ and on warm days would
come the sound of the mower and the sweet, fresh smell of the cut
grass. Only Jess~e's appearance'made me conscious of the years. The
lines were deep~ning around her blue eyes; her tall figure was thicker,
W
not quite so graceful as it had been. '
"Are you all through?" she asked when she came in for the tray.
"Yes, than~ you, Jessie," I an~wered. "It's nice having you take
"
care of me again."
"You shouldn't live alone~" she said. "Ie's not right, you living
in the city all alone." ,
"I couldn't stay here;" I said, smiling at her familiar complaint.
"I'd soon let you do all my thinking for me. By the way," I asked
suddenly, "where's Father?"
She picked a few crumbs from the white tray doth and put them
in a dish. "At the ranch," she answered. "He's seldom here since
you left. He always briIJ.gs the f?reman with him whe~ he comes."
"He was seldom here before I left," I 'replied. "I don't see why
h~ keeps this big old place."
,
, She made no comment as she placed the tray carefully on the
bureau and came to smooth the pillows.
"Re~ember the last time I was sick in this room?" I asked.
·
"Eleven years ago."
'~Eleven years?" She hesitated a few seconds as she spread the
patchwork quilt over the bed. "It 'doesn't ,seem that long."
"You make time stand still in this room, Jessie. Everything's precisely as it was then.';
,
"I like to keep things as they always were," she said. She turned
,to pull the faded, cretonne.curtains over the windows, her fingers catching them easily near the rods.
"I feel as if I must have dreamed the years between;" I said
drowsily, watching the precision of her gestures. "I'm fifteen again
tonight." She gave me one of her rare, faint smiles. "
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"I wish you were," she said.
"You shouldn't, Jessie," I protested. "Think of the trouble I was
to you then. Remember the nightmare I had?" There was a pause
while she refilled my water glass from the pitcher on the bureau.
. "No," she answered at last. "I don't remember you having nightmares."
"1 had one then," I assured her. "I can stiU remember the horrible
fear I feIt when you came in with my tray iil the morning. I forget
the details, though. You probably explained it away-as calmly as you
did all my other troubles."
"1 don't remember it," she repeated as she picked up the tray. She
looked at m~ critically. "Will you be all right now?"
"Quite all right, thanks."
"Shall I turn off the light?"
"No, I may read a while."
"1 think you should sleep. You shouldn't read so much. A good
sleep will break th'!-t fever." She turned off the light as I knew she
would. "Sleep now," she said, and dosed the door softly.
The ·hot broth and wine had made me drowsy. Jessie was right;
of course. I should sleep. Reading would hurt my eyes. How easy it
was to let her decide things again. She had probably said the same
things to me before. Eleven years before. I dosed my eyes. How
comfortable to lose those years for a little while. Could I always be
fifteen here in this room? If Fatht:r kept the house, and Jessie kept
things as they always were . . . . I dozed.
How long 1 was asleep I do not know. I think it must have been
an hour or more, perhaps, but I'll never be quite sure. I only know
that I found myself sitting upright, terrified, fighting the impulse to go
out into the hall to"discover the meaning of loud voices in our quiet,
unemotional house. I clutched the-bedclothes around me in instinctive
obedience to Jessie's warning. If 1 took more cold I could not be in
the high sch~l play. And I must stay in bed. Father did not like my
being ill. 1 must sleep to break the fever. I sat there trembling,
fearing to move but unable to shout out those strange, harsh sounds.
Surely ~t was ~y father's voice, loud and angry.in the hall.
"1'11 remarry when I please and whom I please:'
. ..,
"But Calvin-" That was Jessiel Strange, her calling my father
Calvin.
"And if Helen will have me, she's the one I'll marry."
"She's too much younger thail you, Calvin." That name again.
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"It would never work2' -jessie's voice was clear and firm, but there

was a note of hysteria in it 1 did not know.
'~
,
"She'll be a companion for Elizabeth, Jessie. The girl needs' a
companion at fifte~n. She's alone" too much."
"I think 1 take car~ of her very well. No one 'knows her as 1 do.
No one could-" ·The sound of crying stopped the rest of the'sentence.
1 had never heard Jessie, cry before. 1 hated hearing her deep, dry
sobs in the darkness.
.
uN'ow stop it, JessI" How rough my father's voice sounded.
"You'll always take care of her. For God's sake, don't cry!"
_
UBut-you'll not marry that woman?"
"She's just what 1 need, I tell youl" .The words were swift and
~mpatient. UI need someone young to give me life again."
"She's not the, right one for you! She's not the one!" A little
louder now, her voice rising.
Then· Father's question with the cruel, cutting edge to it. "And
whom do you have in mind, may I ask?" J essie's wordless sobs th~n,
and a long silence. "Never, JesS." A'harsh,finality in Father's voice.
"And that's the end of it." A pause. "You'll stay on, of course, as
housekeeper."
Some mumbled words from Jessie and a stifling of the sobs. Then
her voice, high and a little shrill. "If you marry that woman, Calvin,
I-I'll tell the giri. I'll tell her exacf:1y how her mother died. She'll
hate you, Calvin. Your daughter will 'hate you!" .
The sharp slap of a hand against flesh, and Jessie's sudden gasping
cry. I remained staring toward the sounds, breathing hard to fight
,
.
this choking wave of fear.
Then finally ~y father's voice, hard .and bitter and hopeless. "It
wouldn't work in the long run, Jess. She'd ha~e us both, you know.
Now go to bed.,' You'll wake her if you stand here Crying." .
Footsteps iii the hall. The closiIig of doors. Then the long silence
in the park again, the quiet dark with its sickroom smells, and the
restless,: troubled tumil!g, and then sleep. . . .
, I was not awake when Jessie brought my tray in the morning. The
sound '9f the door made me ORen my eyes.
. "Jessiel" 1 cried, half lifting myself from the pillow. I felt an
overwhelming.desire to cling to her tightly for safety and protection.
She put the tray d9wn quickly on the bureau.
,
"What's the matter, dear?" she 'asked, her hlue eyes wide and
frightened on my fac;e.
,
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I could only stare at her, startled to see her hair gray, lines about
her eyes and mouth, her tall figure heavy and thick at the waist.
His anything the matter?" she asked again, and put her hand gently
on my brow. The cool touch of those knotted fingers cleared my head,
and I felt the years rush back into their even line. I lay down again
and closed my eyes.
"It's nothing, Jessie," I said slowly. "I'm really much better this
morning. It's just that I didn't sleep very well. I had a nigh-I had
a sort of-bad dream.. Get me a bowl of cold water, will you, please?"
She brought the water and dipped a cloth into it. "It's nothing,"
I repeated" pressing the cloth on my forehead. "I'm all r~ght now." I
looked up and found her studying my face intently. She bent over then
to smooth the pillows and prop them up behind me.
"I was thinking about Father last night," I said as she put a jacket
around my shoulders. "Is he well? He never writes, you know."
"Quite well, I think," she answered calmly. "He's always at the
ranch."
"I'd like to see him," I said'. There was silence while she placed
the breakfast tray on my lap.
"You should try to," she answ~red, looking away. "Perhaps your
father's lonely sometimes."
I stirred my coffee slowly. HWhy is it Father never married?" I
asked. "He was still fairly young when Mother died."
Jessie was busy for a minute adjusting the curtains. She turned.
Her blue eyes were narrowed; perhaps the glare of the morning sun
had been sudden in the darkened room. HI don't know," she answered
quietly. "I suppose he never found the right one." She left the room
without another word.
I drank the coffee, trying to think of Jessie as I had the day before.
But every familiar .image of her seemed to cast a kind of shapeless shadow
I could not dispel.
She glanced quickly at the tray when she came into the room again.
"You h~ven't eaten anything," she said. "You won't get well that way."
I did not answer but kept my eyes on the untouched plates before me.
I could feel her searching look on my face.
"Jessie," I said at last without looking up, "I think I'd like to stay
in some other room while I'm here. Would you mind? I'd like to try
that little guest room at the end of the hall. I've never slept there." I
glanced up then, and for the first time caught her eyes shifting quickly
from mine. She seemed to force herself to look directly at me.
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"I've just opened the windows and put fresh linen on the bed in
there," she said. "The change might be good~"
.
Sh~ took the tray and went out. I sat staring at the fine stitches in
the patchwork quilt, and a longJtime passed before I remembered about
going down to the other"room.
.'

" -

Published by UNM Digital Repository, 1946

7

